The essential basics for ‘economic freedom in our life time’ by Khumalo, Zinhle
T H E  T H I N K E R30
ECONOMICS
Young graduates, industrialists and South African entrepreneurs 
should be equipped with skills and resources that will enable them to 
first be ‘laterally-innovative’ which means we would not necessarily 
create all new products but we would compete in existing value-added 
product markets.
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As a Nation we are faced with challenges that relate to the youth and directly affect them 
on a daily basis. Our young people 
are losing hope and giving up on 
their aspirations for the future in the 
face of unemployment, poverty, lack 
of opportunities and an inefficient 
education system. The youth within 
the ruling alliance have come up 
with the concept of a new form of 
struggle that is essential to the long 
term sustainability of the ruling party 
and the country at large. ‘Economic 
freedom in our life time!’ is a slogan 
which in recent times has become 
synonymous with the ANCYL. This goal 
is important for the total emancipation 
of the people of South Africa, with an 
emphasis on the youth as a vehicle for 
economic excellence, self-reliance as 
a nation and self-determination. It is 
a call that should glue us together as 
young people regardless of political 
ideology, class and gender. 
Regardless of the different 
political ideologies, amongst the key 
components for attaining economic 
freedom in our life time are quality 
education, increased technical 
capability and innovation, increased 
government efficiency, expansion of 
productive forces and the political will 
to drive it all forward. As the youth of 
this country these are the key essentials 
that will help us to be globally 
competitive and foster rapid economic 
growth. In our strategic planning we 
should critically look at the context, 
content and process to move ourselves 
forward. This means we must take 
into account the global environment 
we operate under, the main actions 
needed to implement our strategy, and 
how the actions link together with each 
other as the strategy unfolds in what 
could be an ever-changing local and 
global environment. 
Context: the Global Environment 
and our Competitiveness
South Africa gained its political 
independence after many years 
of colonialism and apartheid rule. 
However it still remains a technological 
colony in many respects. This has 
also been the case with many African 
countries that have been unable to 
rise up from the ashes of their colonial 
past. A typical technological colony 
has business activities that are mainly 
driven by an economic reliance on 
commodities, manufacturing and 
a trade in products at the end of 
their product life cycle. There is little 
activity in research and development 
(R&D) whilst there are large inflows of 
technologies into the colony in terms 
of licensed product designs, processes, 
sub-assemblies and final products. 
These activities are largely controlled by 
Multinational Corporations, normally 
from the former colonisers. 
This should not be a cause for us 
to despair even though it indicates 
the enormous task that is before us. 
Many countries in Asia were able to 
rise above technological colony status 
and have become worthy competitors 
to western nations in technology, 
manufacturing and innovation.  The 
trend amongst these Asian nations 
has been putting education above 
everything – prioritising the education 
outputs that complement the needs 
of the productive forces within the 
economy. 
Process: Creating a Nation of Young 
Skilled Workers
Increased government efficiency 
and clean governance is essential 
to our economic drive forward. 
Resources that are lost through 
corruption, maladministration, fruitless 
and wasteful expenditure should be 
considered as sabotage in the drive 
for economic freedom in our life 
time. The youth formations must take 
a stand against these even if such 
damaging behavior is emanating from 
within their own ranks. Lumkile Mondi 
(Chief economist at the Industrial 
Development Corporation) once said: 
“the biggest losers for bad governance 
in South Africa are not white people 
but it is the majority of the blacks in 
this country”. Turning a blind eye 
amounts to short-sightedness and will 
undermine the objectives at hand. 
These resources can be better used to 
develop new industries and expand 
the productive systems essential for our 
objectives. 
Giving tax incentives to companies 
that venture into technology 
development and new industries, for 
example consumer electronics, is one 
way we can increase the productivity 
of our young nation of workers, as they 
are technological driven in their day 
to day living. The State should invest 
in creating a science, technology and 
engineering university which will 
harness the best and brightest minds 
coming out of schooling system. This 
institution should collaborate with 
our research institutions (e.g. CSIR, 
DST) around the country and abroad. 
Our association with BRICS countries 
should be a platform for not only trade 
but also technical knowledge spilling 
over to our shores.
Job creation is paramount if we want 
to create a nation of workers. Young 
people should be at the forefront of 
development because they constitute 
the majority in the country. Brand South 
Africa has respect amongst African 
countries.  The dominance of South 
African companies like MTN, Investec 
and Multichoice in other countries is 
proof of our ability to exploit markets 
in other countries. South Africa must 
target other sectors in these growing 
economies. South Africa’s growth 
is directly proportional to the role it 
plays in the development of other 
African countries. We must be able to 
produce products on a large scale that 
are tailored to the needs of African and 
other developing countries, as well as 
for local consumption. The state can 
also widen the scope of parastatals 
like Denel to aim at production and 
lateral-innovation to create skilled 
young workers and manufacture such 
products. 
A typical  
technological 
colony has business 
activities that are 
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Labour unions and government 
have a critical role to play in reducing 
red tape. The youth wage subsidy 
was a good initiative by government 
because it was aimed at transferring 
skills to the younger generation. Yes, 
it is important to guard the interests 
of workers and to protect them from 
abuses. However this protection must 
not stand in the way of progress and 
impede the development of young 
workers. 
A trade-off between unions and 
business needs to be reached. There 
should be a trade-off between wages 
and youth development. A nation 
of highly productive young people 
with competitive salaries is better off 
than an unemployed young nation 
resulting from, amongst other things, 
high uncompetitive salary demands. 
We need to be decisive about what 
it is we want as a country. The future 
leadership will be faced with such 
decisions and faced with the likelihood 
of a large middle-aged population 
group of unskilled and unemployable 
workers which will be dependent on 
state social grants for survival.
Content: Quality Education linked to 
Productive Forces
Deng Xiaoping, the architect of 
China’s economic reform, once said 
“education must face modernization, 
face the world and face the future.” 
In his four elements of modernisation 
he rightly recognised science and 
technology as ‘primary productive 
force’. Our pursuit for economic 
freedom in our life time cannot 
materialise without some sort of 
technological decolonisation, global 
competitiveness and self-reliance. 
South Africa’s educational output 
should be re-engineered towards these 
primary productive forces as we have 
to increase our technical output in 
engineering, science and technology. 
The table on this page illustrates some 
of our technical output in comparison 
to other countries, both developing and 
developed. The table shows the much 
needed output of our technical skills 
as most if not all of our developmental 
objectives cannot be achieved without 
increased technical capability. Our 
goals in terms of infrastructure 
development, manufacturing, health 
care and agriculture, for example, 
cannot be achieved without investing in 
the development of the human capital 
in our primary productive forces.
Young graduates, industrialists and 
South African entrepreneurs should be 
equipped with skills and resources that 
will enable them to first be ‘laterally-
innovative’ which means we would not 
necessarily create all new products but 
we would compete in existing value-
added product markets. This would 
be the decisive step towards gaining 
some technological independence by 
participating in the total life-cycle of 
products in the market. Optimal Energy, 
a Cape Town based company which 
produced Africa’s first electric powered 
car (the Joule,) is a classic example of 
what is needed to gain technological 
decolonisation. Local industrialists and 
venture capitalists must take advantage 
of such opportunities. ‘Optimal Energy 
envisages establishing and leading the 
electric vehicle industry in South Africa 
as a springboard to global expansion’, 
but it should also look at producing 
vehicles that can compete with cars in 
fossil-fuel based markets. This would 
stimulate our competitiveness in the 
automobile industry. 
Repeated efforts of such initiatives 
in other sectors would set us on the 
right path towards economic freedom 
in our life time. We need to break away 
from of a sense of entitlement as the 
world does not owe us anything and it 
will continue to advance in technology, 
production and innovation with or 
without us. Deng Xiaoping once said 
“We mustn't fear to adopt the 
advanced management methods 
applied in capitalist countries. 
The very essence of socialism is 
the liberation and development 
of the productive systems. 
Socialism and market economy 
are not incompatible. We should 
be concerned about right-wing 
deviations, but most of all, we 
must be concerned about left-wing 
deviations.”
His words should find resonance 
amongst us as young people. The 
very essence of ‘economic freedom in 
our life time’ is driving social redress 
through self-determination, continuous 
development, expansion of productive 
forces through quality education and 
self-reliance by participation in the 
total life cycle of products (not by 
hand-outs). We need to keep in mind 
that entitlement is an enemy of hard 
work and innovation; most likely it 
would lead us to a dependent state. 
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Brazil 184 203 744 227 379
India 1 020 000 000 157 2320
China 1 300 000 000 130 593
France 60 656 178 276 297
USA 296 771 226 389 361
South Africa 46 888 200 3166 1493
Sourced: UN Trade and Development Index
 We need to  
break away from of a 
sense of entitlement as 
the world does not owe 
us anything and it will 
continue to advance in 
technology, production 
and innovation with or 
without us.
